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ABSTRACT 

. A faculty memter in a predominately black 
in the University System of Georgia critiqued the tasic s 
examination used as a^p^^Pl^f j&nt.^and j»x^.ex4mAQatio for 
*Tp^rograiff* He found that the local committee that deveTcped 
had not defined what basic skills^' are^ set priofti ties^, 
specified degrees of "basic*" In addition,* he discovered 
lea^st seven of the items^on the- j^est had muddled directio 
the spelling test was composed of the jargpn words cf Eng 
teachers rather than of common vprcblem words* He ^ent a c 
the test to selected ling^uists around the country and rec 
several replies supporting his view that thfe t^st was. poo 
In spite of this,, the Univerr^ity Syst €m of Georgia did no 
^w^.<tii.^., test^ However, his efforts were net altogether 
- ^..i)ji:^|:^cces3f iil-r-off i^^^^^ a writing sample as 

test and hj^ve revised^it extensively* (TJ) ' 
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' THSTING basics:. BAtTU^c'tHE «INDM.i!l. « UNIVEKSIXV SYSUM OF CKOROU • 

By Louie Crew 

The la,c few .on.hs h^e done ,uch .o shaUe ^ faith i-n reason as a vital 
force in his.« education., .Perhaps h-^ust as well that I have a cleare. _ 

; 4 1 ^o-^nv ronnt with our reigning powers, 
picture of what principles really count wir 

c ^hp three p redomiiiately black 

I. teach in the English Department of one of ^the thre p 

■ -r ^hP University System of Georgia. >[n .September 1977, • 

four-year institutions in the University oy^ 

r-voi^teerea to teach two sections of composition In. our Special Studies . 

.J ♦.l.^^o^•^rQ Enelish and reading. • 
D«art«nt. a program of remediation in mathematics. Eng ^ 

■ students are placed in Special Studies on the .asi, .f scores on a standard 
placement test. Until the fall of 19.7. the System used the OoUege Cuidance , 

, ^ A the folks at Educational Testing Service in. 

Placement Test (CGP) prepared by the folks ar 

1 977 all 31 undergraduate units 'have ysed 
Princeton. Effective since December 1977, ail 

,.e system's own new Basic SkiUs Exami.afion (BSK) . both as a placement test. 

as an exit examination for those found to need the re..dial .pr.gr... In , . 

■ .either the CGP nor the BSE is there .a required writing sa^le. Both tests ^ 

u • f .ultiple-cttoice questions,- sixty of which are the fare 
employ the mechanism of multiple cnoice h , 

on^the current for^ of the English section of the BSE. All ite^ have been 
"^XsM the System's own Special Studies Testing Ccmidttee. .^y of the« 

.estSgners have had no ™ore than the amateur experience of designing .c^ve- 
.ent tests for single classes' and-have had no professional training at all In 

.^^c The riesieners are not listed as the • 
the skill of designing competency te^ts. The design 

np risks her ot his professional reputation on the^ 
author^ of the tests, and no one risks her or 

y . ^ — 
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basis of the merits, of the tests. The Regents' overseers are interested primarily ^ 
ixt' quantification and mathematical analysis. Even if the English portion were 
written in Sanskx;!!;, so long as students filled in the a^nswers, the mathematicians 
'cSuld dlscover'quantitative ways to discriminate between those , who gUessed 
excellently well, mediym well, or poorly. 

* • 

*j -Having a local group to prepare the test exploits the s/stem's cheap labor 

force of people already in its employ, whose only additional compensation is 
• in per diem and tr'avel allowances for the meetings of the Committee. Furthermore, 
\ha^ng its own copyrights also saves the System thousands of dollars vis-a-vis 
the' folks in Princeton. In 1977-78, for example, the System had 88,292 regular.. • , 
students enrolled in the undergraduate programs and an additional 8,0A1 students 
(8.3 percent of the total) enrolled in Special Studies departments. Since all of 
these students mast take a placement test, the Rege.H:s' testing program is big. 



'bus tness . ^ 



. ..-Whea" the Special Studies Testing Commi-ttee ac.:u ally developed Georgia's new 
A BSE; the Committee never clearly defined what "basic skills", are, nor what they " 
I^Kaude; nor did the Committee set priorities or specify 'degrees of "basic." 
■.Is the spelling of to^too-tvo more basic than the sp^ 1 ling o ^ ratiocination l9 
the distinction between cot^pliment and complement as basic as the recognition of 
a sentence fragment? What skills are not "basic" and therefore reserved for the 
credit course, in English? Answers to some of these . quest ions would seem essential 
before .ny testers could design a meaningful test of "basic skill.." Inst^d, as 
one member of the fommittee explained to me in writing: ^ . 

' We were. -.faced with the prospect of producing a substitute [fqr an 
earlier sir^pped efforfj in record time, and in ^pite of my written 
M detailed objections, the rest of the committee agreed to adopt the 
' ^ . ■ 'questions 'left over ^rom [a} discontinued [test designed] for students 
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who have, finished English 101 and 102 and seven other courses.... Avail- 
ability won over sensibility, and the result is as you see. 
Any savings effected by the locally made examination hardly justi£y#this kind 
of 'shoddiness. At least seven of the sixty items have muddled directions.** At least 
nine of the items require students to make recondite ^stinctions in diction 
<e.g., fewer vs. less; every so rtften vs. ever so often ; between vs. amorv^) , often 
distinctions that have had no 'co-nsensus among even the professionals for at least 

• • n 

the past twenty years. In choosing spel ling items , the teste rs largely preferred 
the jargon of English teache rs ' (e . g. , villainy and allusions) tp the mo r^ basic 
and common problem wo^ds, as in the doubling or singling of final letters before 
suf fixation ^d the ie-ei distinctions, the ible-able di-stdnctions . etc. The 
testers ignored the very wide-spread and basic problems of making subjects to agr^e 
with^heir ve,.rby6, of using the proper tense markers and other standar^ verb" forms, 

etc. ... 

The testers avoided any. united outcry from the faculties by setting a 
System-wide passing score of^only ^third correct. At.W,campus the student - 
with the highest score- of all wrote an ^most -illiterate final 'examination essay, 
and one of the most; articulate of all students^whom I have, taught over twenty yearfe, 
flunked the test. The many who passed by guessworTc are now filling our credit 
courses without the- ve ry basic^skiUs that supposedly the BSE is to assure. ,■ 
When I dlscovera'd how very bad the BSE actually is, I wrote a comprehensivet 
seven-page critique. and fired off copies, together with confidential copfeg of.' ; 
■the BSE, to selected linguists around .the country asking them to send their own , 
critiques, even as" X- encoui^pged several of my -local colleagues to evaluate the test 
The examination Jas " scheduled to be- given for the first time in December, and our 
.critiques st^tted. arriving in late October,, calling for the immediate withdrawal 
' of the examination. .James Sledd, noted grammarian at the University of Texae, 
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wrote a three-page item analysis, of the BSE, prefaced: "I don' t want to be 

bvlsybody. This test, however, is so ver^ bad, and the social injustice whic^% 

promises to do so very great, that • a native , Georgian can't keep polite silence." 

Dr. Sledd complained of numerous worthless questions, observing finally: 

• * \ By my count\ then, one- fourth of the. quest ions on this "basic 

skills examination" display no basic skills. But the .strongest 

objections must still-be made. First , such examinations lead 

\ 

innocent students to believe that good voting is a business of 
. ° . * ■ ■ ■ > - 

• carefully avoiding imaginary errors. Second, such examinations 

' ouarantl^that the vast majority o^ your minority students will 

^be condemh,ed to b<|neh^,ql English no matter how intelligent they " ^ 

may be, no matter how powerfully some of them may write. . I am 

^compelled to pose a dilemma: either, this examination is ^intended 

. ./Jfe a form of racial discrimination, or its makers . are so thoughtless 

^ ^ or incompetent that' they have- invented a\device for discrimination 

» ■ • ; - . - 

in all innocence. . . 

I^rge you m6st earnestly ... to do all in your power to have 
this iniquitous examination immediately withdrawn. 
Dr. Carolyn Bell at Randolph-Macon Women's College similarly concluded: 
"Although- I consider myself a conservative stylist and composition teacher, 
I do not believe that this test will be useful for placement, and I urge you 
to replace it.'" Dr. Dwayne Strasheim at Hastings College and past president 
..of the Nebraska Council of Teacher, of English, stressed: ^ think your e'ffofts 
. have been seriously misguided, and I urge you to scrap your Basic Skills 

Examination,' to s'olicit the advice and ^sistance of some competent teachers of ; 
•>ri-t:ing,"afid'"to st>rt^6ver." Many others made similar pleas.; 

' ^-Vut the flryt^^'slbtlng-of-^^^ '^^^'"^" 2^^^" on .schedule. M the public had 



half oar anK,>mt of evldanca to .suggest that . particular s<rta pop; Would possibly . 
cause the back ache, the soda pop vo^d'be b^,ned until further test, conflr^d 
or disproved the- preliminary findings. Apparently the University System of 
•Georgia Is not' equally concerned aboUt the people whom it. holds in' public trust. 

Failing, to g^t a hearing by behaving colleglally',. I went to the press. . 
A reporter for the Maco n Telegra ph wrote a st ron'gly, favorable ' arti-cle headlined ■ 
"EXPERTS PROTEST TEST AT PORT VALLEY STATE." Actually the expert, are from^all 
over.- arid the test is used throughout the state, but ™any folks at the predominately 
^hite schools have little commitment to remedial education and could careless. , 
Still, the article provoked no response from the testers. The Regents even • 
refused to supply copies of the BSE's three initial forms to a national tevlev 
■board s-e'; up.by SlAIE. a co-it^ee sponsored by the National Council of Teachers 
of toglish »d charged to deal with abuses of competency testing. On another 
front,, the Georgia chapter of AttU briefly considered my 'request tor a suit 
, against the Regents oyer the BSE. bJt concluded: 

[bur attorney] says a challenge of tha testing procedures worfld ■ - , ■ 
have no chance In federal- court; Basically the problem Is that 
the courts in legal cop-outs similar to [those at] the end of - 
Reconstruction period, are saying that in discrimination cases you . • 
not- only have to prove discriminatory effect, but intent to discrlmi- 
nate as well. Tha.t is vlrlualXy impossible to do. 
Howevej. our efforts have not-b,.en altogether unsuccessful^ Under our 
pressure... Jhe of fi^cials are- n« t rying to require a 'writln) sample with 
the BSE m all units in the System, no't leaving the use or non-u^e of a writing 
sample as a local option. Furthermore.' very quletW the te.'ters have scratfped . 
Che, form of the BSE which we hafi crlt^^d. The, Director of Special Studies assures 
■ us Lat the ^re recent versions of thl BSE have shifted en^hasis from the recondlt 
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to the commoajrlace, .although the never versions- ate ribt '•.'available for our . 
critique and by mutual agreement I no longe, teaching even part-Urite in our^ 
Special S tudies Program. Clearly the new ''uses .and versions df the BSE are ' 
the better-for our criticisnis, however '.unwelcome ^hose " erf ticism refnain. 

'still, the task. of having criticisms taken sertc^^ly I? unnecessarily 
.difficult. The test-making ope^a^on is a dangerously InacUslbU seg„«nt 
of odr "free" society, Inacceslble even to professionals with "t raining In the 
art of test-making. For ™>nths our group of critics had no sVbstantlve reply ■ 
'to our crltlclsi, except the .responses to them unofHclally leaked by trpubled 
iembers of the committee charged to prepare new versions of the BSE. In April 
,. 1978 I reported our critiques to a f.anel at the Conference «n College Composi- 
tion and Communication and 'sent copies of my paper to' t*e 'testers aria to all . 
ambers of the Board of Regents. Still there was no reply. The official 
response already reported came only after I was Invited to, share my complaint _ , 
at a September 1978 meeting .of HEU's National Advisory Committee on Black 
Higher" Educatl'on and Black Colleges and Universities. ' Aftef.rthat meeting t^e- 
System's official Director of SpecU Studies required ten administrators on ' 

campus to endure in my" Ptesldent^Vs^fipe his rl.orou_s_2i-_hour, Une-by-llne 
response ?0 my eaJlV^e^^p're's^tatl^jpthe HEW committed The;Director__ - 
challenged no matters of substancHin- my presentation, but only minutae.^ 
' It was Impossible to resist the Inference that his real" 

.purpose was to vent spleen over his embarrassment before the- HEW coim^ittee. where 
the chairperson had noted that since as Director of Special Studies he has no 
budgetary- control over programs on individual cam.puses in effect the Director 
ha/no real po^e'r to affect the progra'ms he ostensibly directs. 

• Slmplistic,;notions of accountability may work well enough in the commercial 
marketplace ."but they play havoc when the Regents, who are mainly businessmen,. 
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import, them Into the learning ^lace. In many ways the entire conkpt of ■'basics" 
has just the right amount of ambigui.t.y. to make it ideal for the enslavement of ' 
educational bureaucrats. In commenting about a similarly bad test in an o the 
state, James Sledd aptly describes most such efforts: "Tfests like this 
overwhelmingly suggest relatively dull middle-class whiles sitting in a room 
-dreaming up imp robab le -sentences to catch st.tdents out." In view of wh6 
p^iys our checks, that is probably exactly what we are hired to do and be. 



. ' , NOTES , . , * 

^Additionally, the Regents require anothe^ test of English competency, 
called the "Rising- Junior (or Regents') Tes t ,"- which must be passed by all 
as 'a prerequisite to grad^.aticin , and soon as a prerequisite to junior standing. 
For a fuller^'ritique of the 'Ris ing- Junior Test, see my "Lawd, Have Mercy, 
Ms. Scarlet!" ( Black Times_ , vol. 4, no. 8 [August 1974], 7) and my "The New 
Alchemy" (College English, vol. 38, rib: ' [March 19,77] , - 7Q 7^711) , . When I V. - 
urge^ bur Chancellor to take advantage of College English's response section, 
he 'disclalme'd responsibility vand , re fer red me to the English Committee,, whose 
chairperson has never given me the courtesy of a reply. 
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